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Desert plan balances nature and growth

Most people don’t think of the
desert as a fa s t - p aced ho t b e d
of ac t i v i t y, but Tucson and

s u r ro u nd i ng Pima County is one of
t he fastest grow i ng re g i o ns in the
United States. But it is also ho me to
mo re than a dozen thre a t e ned and
e nd a nge red species. As population
g rowth puts inc re a s i ng pre s s u re on
t he region, gove r n me nt of f i c i a ls and
re s i de nts re s p o nded with a plan to
p rotect the Sono ran Desert’s va l u-
a b le natural and cultural re s o u rc e s. 

T he re s u l t i ng Sono ran Desert Con-
s e r vation Plan concept, which cove rs
six million ac re s, takes a re g i o n a l
a p p ro ach to int e g rate cons e r va t i o n
go a ls with planning for cultura l
re s o u rc e s, ra nc h i ng, parks and open
s p ace – and balances them with the
l a nd use and infra s t r uc t u re needs of

❝This is an exceptional
planning effort by the
county and all the cities 
to save the desert. It is a
unique way to curb sprawl.❞
– Ahwahnee Awards jury

❝P i ma County is attempting
to find that balance (between
na t u ral re s o u rces pro t e c t io n
a nd econo m ic cons ide ra t io n )
by inc o r p o ra t i ng into the 
p l a n n i ng process a public
p a r t ic i p a t ion pro g ram that
re p re s e nts nu me rous fa c e t s
of the commu n i t y.❞
– Congressman Jim Kolbe

rapidly grow i ng greater Tucson com-
mu n i t i e s.

A prime ex a m p le of smart grow t h ,
t he plan calls for economic deve lo p-
me nt in a time l y, orderly manne r
a nd establishes an ample supply of
l a nd, both for deve lo p me nt and to
set aside for me a n i ngful open spac e
a nd enviro n me ntal pro t e c t i o n .

T he plan also ent a i ls a coopera t i ve
a nd compre he ns i ve planning effo r t .
S i nce the County Supervisors firs t
accepted the cons e r vation plan con-
cept in October 1998, 140 public
me e t i ngs have been he ld, and
C o u nty staff have pre s e nted the plan
at mo re than 550 me e t i ngs. Dive rs e
i nt e re s ts cont i nue to be re p re s e nt e d
in the pro c e s s, and adoption of the
final plan is expected in 2002. 
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▲ T he cons e r vation plan will protect ra nch lands as well as wildlife habitats and cultural re s o u rc e s.



T he Ahwa h nee Awa rds we re established by
t he Local Gove r n me nt Commission to re c o g-
nize exemplary pro je c ts and pro g ra ms that
f u r t her the creation of liva b le communities in
t he 14 western states. 

T he 2001-02 awa rd s, with fund i ng from Bank
of America, we re cospons o red by The Ame r i -
can Institute of Arc h i t e c ts, California Counc i l
a nd the California Chapter of the Ame r i c a n
P l a n n i ng Association. This ye a r ’s awa rd re c i p-
i e nts we re ho no red at the New Pa r t ne rs fo r
Smart Growth confere nce he ld in Janu a r y
2002, in San Diego, California. 

T he awa rds are named after the Ahwa h ne e
P r i nc i p le s, which we re first unve i led in 1991
at Yosemite National Pa r k ’s Ahwa h nee Ho t e l .
T he princ i p les call for re s o u rc e - e f f i c i e nt, liv-
a b le communities with a dive rse and balanc e d
mix of ho us i ng, jo b s, bus i nesses and re c re-
ational activities located within easy wa l k i ng
d i s t a nce of one ano t her and within re g i o ns
that pre s e r ve ag r i c u l t u ral lands and open
s p ac e. Learn mo re about the LGC a nd the
A h wa h nee Princ i p les: 
w w w. l g c. o rg / a h wa h n e e / p r i n c i p l e s. h t m l
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Regional ecosystems and economy

Public participation is high
on desert conservation plan

The coalition behind the plan is
a bro ad one, with Pima Count y,
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service,

t he U.S. Bureau of Land Manage me nt ,
t he U.S. Army Corps of Eng i ne e rs,
t he Coalition for Sono ran Desert
P rotection, Defende rs of Wildlife and
Desert Wa tch just some of the stake-
ho lde rs invo l ve d .

T he amo u nt of public participation
b ac k i ng up the plan has been stag-
ge r i ng: to date, 140 public me e t i ngs
on the plan; mo re than 550 Pima
C o u nty staff pre s e nt a t i o ns, a steer-
i ng committee of 84 me m b e rs, 600
le t t e rs and public comme nts re -
c e i ved by the Count y, a web site
( w w w. c o . p i m a . a z . us / s dcp), and a
S o no ran Desert Cons e r vation Plan
Kids pro g ra m .

2001-02 AHWAHNEE AWARDS JURY MEMBERS
Lee I. Lippert, AIA, Secre t a r y, The American Institute of Arc h i t e c ts, California Council; Harrison S. Fra ke r, Jr., FAIA, Dean
a nd Prof e s s o r, Colle ge of Enviro n me ntal Design, UC Berke ley; Cathy Cre s well, Deputy Dire c to r, California Departme nt of
Ho us i ng and Community Deve lo p me nt; Bruce A. Rac e, FAIA, AIC P, Principal, Rac e s t udio; Jeffrey Lambert, AIC P, Pre s i de nt ,
T he California Chapter of the American Planning Association; Judy Corbett, Exe c u t i ve Dire c to r, Local Gove r n me nt
Commission; Luis Arteaga, Associate Dire c to r, Latino Issues Forum; Paul Mo r r i s, FASLA, Senior Supervising Land s c a p e
A rchitect, Mc Ke eve r / Mo r r i s, a Division of Pa rs o ns Brinc ke r hoff Quade & Douglas, Inc.

▲ New vision for vulne rable riparian corridors

The cons e r vation re s e r ve sys t e m
deve loped for the plan cove rs
all of the six million ac res of

Pima County outs i de of the To ho no
O’odham Nation, and prov i des fo r
t he cons e r vation of the 56 most vul-
ne ra b le species as well as the full
ra nge of the count y ’s ecosys t e ms and
special landscape compone nts. 

A key fo c us in this Cons e r va t i o n
L a nds System is the fra mework of
l i n k ages: important riparian are a s
a nd land s c a p e - s c a le conne c t i o ns
b e t ween ex i s t i ng re s e r ves and land s
m a n aged for biological cons e r va t i o n .

T he cons e r vation plan pre s e r ve s
ex i s t i ng regional gre e n b e l ts and
w i ldlife corrido rs, linking them with
new and larger regional natura l
a reas – thus prov i d i ng direction fo r
urban deve lo p me nt. The plan de f i ne s
t hose areas suitable for deve lo p i ng
ho us i ng, comme rcial and ind us t r i a l
uses that re q u i re public infra s t r uc-
t u re support such as ro ads and utili-
ties – fo c us i ng the de l i very of ser-
vices and avo i d i ng sprawl, le ad i ng to

s horter trip le ng t hs, cle a ner air, effi-
c i e nt utilities, cons e r ved wa t e r, and
re d uced impac ts to critical habitats
a nd scenic land s c a p e s.

T he Sono ran Desert Cons e r va t i o n
Plan fo c uses on five key ele me nts :
ra nch cons e r vation; mo u ntain parks ;
riparian protection; habitat and bio-
logical corridor cons e r vation; and
c u l t u ral and historic re s o u rces (only
12% of the planning area has been
formally investigated for arc h ae o-
logical and cultural re s o u rc e s ) .

R a nc h i ng is a significant land use in
i ts own right, comprising some 1.4
million ac res – about 125 ra nc hes –
of eastern Pima Count y. The Ranc h
C o ns e r vation Ele me nt de f i nes the
me t ropolitan urban boundary by
p re s e r v i ng ra nc h l a nds that re p re s e nt
a vital, regional economic base, va s t
l a ndscapes of open spac e, and the
rich cultural he r i t age of the West. 

T he plan’s Riparian Corridor Ele me nt
re f le c ts a new vision that the com-
munity has for its system of riparian
c o r r i do rs, de e med the most thre a t-
e ned and vulne ra b le of Sono ra n
Desert enviro n me nts. It cons t i t u t e s
a compre he ns i ve, re g i o n - w i de plan-
n i ng effort to protect and re s to re
t hese riparian ecosys t e ms. The plan
e ncompasses eastern Pima Count y ’s
g row i ng system of river parks, and
l a ys out a fra mework for re - e s t a b-
l i s h i ng native aquatic species. The
e le me nt also takes ad va nt age of
re newa b le water supplies such as
t reated effluent and water sourc e s.
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